






















these	 problems.	 Here	 we	 describe	 the	 particular	 challenges	 in	 conducting	 research	 on	
women	 convicted	 of	 filicide	 in	 Malaysia,	 a	 predominantly	 Muslim	 country,	 when	 the	
researchers	are	based	at	an	Australian	university.	The	persistence,	resilience,	and	creativity	



































baby	 abandonment	 or	 filicide	 in	Malaysia	 or	 neighbouring	 countries.	 Nearly	 all	 relevant	 data	
came	 from	 English‐speaking	 countries	 that	 have	 excellent	 economic,	 human,	 and	 gender	
development;	the	remainder	came	from	China	and	India.	All	these	countries	had	very	different	
social	 and	 cultural	 backgrounds	 from	Malaysia.	 Although	 Malaysia	 is	 classified	 as	 an	 upper‐
middle‐income	 country,	 its	 wealth	 is	 unevenly	 distributed,	 with	 evidence	 of	 economic	 and	
gendered	inequality.	Its	economy	ranks	68th	in	the	world,	measured	by	gross	national	per	capita	
income	for	2013,	the	most	recent	data	available	(World	Bank	2014).	The	country	is	ranked	62nd	




a	 competitive	 international	 research	 scholarship	 from	 the	 Government	 of	 Malaysia	 and	 was	
accepted	 as	 a	 candidate	 for	 the	 research	 degree	 of	 Doctor	 of	 Philosophy	 in	 an	 Australian	
university,	 supervised	 by	 the	 second	 and	 third	 authors.	 Both	 supervisors	 are	women	 trained	
within	the	discipline	of	psychology.	
	
Current	 understanding	 of	 filicide	 arises	 from	 research	 restricted	 by	 several	 limitations.	 The	
relative	rarity	of	the	phenomenon	means	that	most	research	must	perforce	include	small	sample	
sizes,	but	there	are	also	problems	with	inconsistent	descriptions,	lack	of	control	groups	where	
these	 might	 be	 appropriate,	 and	 varied	 scientific	 quality.	 Evidence	 is	 usually	 derived	 from	
secondary	 analyses	 of	 data	 rather	 than	 from	 engagement	 with	 the	 person	 identified	 as	 the	
perpetrator	 (Friedman,	Horwitz	and	Resnick	2005;	Porter	 and	Gavin	2010).	 Filicide	has	been	
defined,	 discussed,	 classified	 and	 reclassified	 (Bourget	 and	 Bradford	 1990;	 d'Orban	 1979;	





Our	 goal	 was	 to	 gain	 greater	 understanding	 of	 maternal	 filicide	 in	 Malaysia.	 To	 do	 so,	 we	
approached	the	phenomenon	from	three	perspectives.	The	most	broad	perspective	was	at	the	
national	 level,	 where	 we	 sought	 to	 establish	 rates	 of	 infanticide	 and	 characteristics	 of	
perpetrators	 and	 victims.	 For	 the	 next,	 more	 closely	 focused,	 perspective	 we	 sought	 to	
comprehend	the	experiences	and	opinions	of	professionals	whose	work	is	associated	with	filicide	
or	women	at	risk.	The	most	intimate	research	perspective	focused	on	women	convicted	of	filicide	











and	 Adoptions	 Unit.	 Both	 sets	 of	 data	 are	 confidential;	 access	 is	 severely	 restricted.	 Once	
permission	had	been	obtained	from	the	most	senior	authorities	in	each	organisation,	raw	data	
from	 police	 records	 and	 national	 registries	 were	 analysed	 by	 assistants	 appointed	 by	 each	









participants	 to	 explain	 the	 research.	 The	 first	 author	 also	 inquired	 through	 her	 professional	
networks	and	searched	the	Internet	for	professionals	such	as	lawyers	and	teachers	responsible	
for	 student	 discipline.	 Fifteen	 volunteers	 from	 diverse	 professions	 and	 places	 of	 work	 were	
recruited.	They	were	interviewed	(in	person,	by	telephone,	or	by	email)	using	a	semi‐structured,	
study‐specific	 interview	 guide	 that	 sought	 opinions	 on	 what	 led	 women	 to	 commit	 or	 be	








use	 in‐depth	 interviews.	 The	 first	 author	 sought	 and	 eventually	 achieved	 permission	 for	 the	
research	from	senior	staff	at	the	Prison	Headquarters,	responsible	for	the	five	prisons	in	Malaysia,	
and	directors	of	the	two	psychiatric	institutions	for	criminal	patients.	She	then	visited	(when	in	
Malaysia)	 or	 telephoned	 and	 emailed	 (from	Australia)	 the	 seven	 institutions	 several	 times	 to	
persuade	senior	staff	of	the	value	of	the	research,	ask	them	to	appoint	a	reliable	staff	member	to	
assist	with	 recruitment,	 and	 train	 recruiters	 in	ethical	practice.	After	many	weeks,	10	eligible	
women	were	 identified	 and	 informed	 about	 the	 research.	 Nine	 consented	 to	 participate;	 one	



























Research	 about	 filicide	 is	 especially	 challenging	 because	 it	 involves	multiple	 sensitivities.	 For	












































to	both	 the	 researcher	 and	 the	 researched	 (Johnson	and	Clarke	2003).	Researching	 filicide	 in	
Malaysia	required	us,	therefore,	to	understand,	to	be	aware	of,	and	to	be	sensitive	to	these	social,	
political	and	legal	contexts.	We	also	had	to	anticipate	that	the	results	of	our	research	might	be	















was	 to	 invite	 as	potential	participants	only	women	already	 convicted	and	 sentenced,	with	no	
appeals	pending,	so	that	there	were	no	legal	reasons	for	requiring	confidential	information.		
	
Further,	 the	 topic	 of	 filicide	 is	 extremely	 sensitive	 for	people	who	 are	 being	 investigated	 and	
stressful	 to	 the	 investigators.	 It	 concerns	 sexual	 relationships,	 reproduction,	 parenthood	 and	
(often	violent)	death,	subjects	that	arouse	powerful	emotions,	stigma,	fear,	controversy	and	social	
conflict	(McCosker,	Barnard	and	Gerber	2001).	We	considered	these	sensitivities	at	every	stage	
of	 the	 research.	 The	 assessment	 of	 risk,	 both	 physical	 and	 psychological,	 was	 thoroughly	
canvassed.	Potential	physical	threats	to	the	first	author	during	fieldwork	and	steps	to	handle	such	
situations	were	discussed	in	detail	among	the	research	team	and	with	the	prison	and	hospital	
authorities	 and	 the	 ethics	 committees.	 The	 potential	 for	 criminal	 justice	 agencies	 to	 seek	
confidential	information	or	for	the	first	author	to	be	subpoenaed	as	an	expert	psychiatric	witness	
in	a	participant’s	 trial	would	constitute	a	 serious	conflict	of	 interest	and	might	 jeopardise	 the	
research.	Clear	guidelines	and	information	about	confidentiality	were	therefore	developed	by	the	
research	team	and	discussed	with	senior	authorities	in	the	institutions,	the	ethics	committees,	
and	 the	 research	 participants.	 For	 example,	 recruiters	 nominated	 to	 approach	 eligible	
incarcerated	 women	 were	 given	 a	 script	 to	 ensure	 that	 women	 were	 not	 coerced	 into	
participation	and	that	they	understood	what	participation	entailed.	The	script	also	made	it	clear	
that	 women	 could	 use	 real	 names	 or	 pseudonyms	 for	 themselves	 and	 anyone	 else	 they	
mentioned,	and	that	strict	confidentiality	was	assured.	It	was	made	clear	to	recruiters	that	they	





The	 psychological	 impact	 of	 the	 research	 on	 the	 researchers	 was	 also	 addressed	 in	 regular	
debriefing	sessions	within	the	research	team	and	by	consulting	colleagues	who	are	mental	health	








was	 to	 determine	 the	 feasibility	 of	 the	 study	 and	 to	 gain	 the	 confidence	 of	 the	 highest‐level	
authorities	that	the	research	would	yield	more	benefit	than	risk	to	participants,	the	authorities	
and	 society.	 Gaining	 full	 permission	 in	 Malaysia	 took	 more	 than	 a	 year.	 Maintaining	
communication	with	all	parties,	making	appointments	and	arranging	schedules	of	fieldwork	with	



























authors,	 contributed	 to	 our	 capacity	 to	 conduct	 the	 research	 under	 these	 demanding	
circumstances.	The	women	who	were	 interviewed,	 all	of	whom	were	 incarcerated	after	being	
convicted	of	filicide,	were	living	in	pitiable	conditions	and	gave	accounts	of	extremely	distressing	
life	experiences.	As	they	told	their	stories,	the	women	demonstrated	the	effects	of	rekindling	past	







her	 role	 as	 psychiatrist.	 A	 researcher	 must	 be	 independent	 and	 occupy	 a	 neutral	 position,	
including	when	asked	to	intervene	(Davies,	Francis	and	Jupp	2011:	229).	This	is	the	opposite	of	
her	duty	as	a	psychiatrist	who	must	assess,	intervene	and	treat.	The	interviewer	had	to	listen	to	
each	 woman’s	 story	 and	 to	 convey	 her	 non‐judgemental	 interest,	 not	 be	 the	 therapist	 who	
discussed	solutions	to	the	woman’s	problems.	When	interviewing	vulnerable	participants,	such	






Conducting	 structured	 clinical	 interviews,	 performing	 laboratory	 investigations	 and	

























Researching	 filicide	 by	 women	 in	 Malaysia	 is	 especially	 challenging	 because	 it	 requires	 the	
‘unveiling’	of	the	hidden	story	of	women	in	a	patriarchal	Muslim	society.	Malaysia	is	unique	in	
that,	 even	 though	 most	 women	 are	 taught	 to	 adhere	 to	 ‘Islamic	 family	 values’,	 they	 may	
participate	 actively	 and	 progress	 in	 their	 professions,	 reflecting	 the	 increasing	 processes	 of	
development	 and	 modernisation	 (Nagaraj	 et	 al.	 2014;	 Stivens	 2006).	 Nevertheless,	 from	 the	
outset,	 the	 first	author	encountered	resistance	 from	her	 (male)	colleagues	and	superiors	who	
believed	that	it	was	inappropriate	for	a	woman	to	conduct	research	in	prisons.	The	masculine	
construct	 of	 ‘the	 prison’	 is	 found	 beyond	 Malaysia,	 however,	 and	 in	 less	 overtly	 patriarchal	
societies	 (Claes	 et	 al.	 2013).	 The	 first	 author	 was	 able	 to	 overcome	 resistance	 initially	 by	






enabler	of	 filicide.	We	also	needed	 to	 reflect	on	whether	 the	historical	processes	documented	
elsewhere,	 where	 there	 had	 been	 an	 ‘epidemic’	 of	 illegitimacy,	 infant	 abandonment	 and	












a	 patriarchal	 society,	 the	 first	 author	 had	 to	 be	 aware	 of	 remaining	 positive,	 confident	 and	
obviously	assured,	without	being	intimidated	by	men.	In	short,	to	carry	out	research	on	filicide	





be	 problems	 in	 collecting	 and	 analysing	 data.	 It	 is	 difficult	 to	 conduct	 research	 directly	with	
women	convicted	of	filicide	because	the	population	of	convicted	women	constitutes	only	a	small	
percentage	of	the	population	as	a	whole.	When	convicted	women	are	no	longer	incarcerated,	the	
stigma	 associated	 with	 a	 conviction	 for	 filicide	 is	 a	 powerful	 disincentive	 to	 participate	 in	
research:	women	 are	unlikely	 to	want	 to	 identify	 themselves	 as	 former	 inmates.	Researchers	
often	use	secondary	data	sets	derived	from	surveillance,	registries	and	court	or	police	records	
maintained	 over	 decades;	 they	 are	 thus	 reliant	 on	 vigilant	 surveillance,	 well‐maintained	






















volunteer;	 those	 who	 have	 not	 been	 convicted	 of	 the	 crime	 are	 unlikely	 to	 risk	 capture	 by	
identifying	themselves	to	the	researcher.	We	concluded	that	the	most	ethical	way,	entailing	least	
risk	 to	 participants,	 was	 to	 find	 volunteers	 among	 women	 serving	 sentences	 in	 prisons	 and	
psychiatric	 hospitals.	 This	 approach	 produced	 far	 fewer	 potential	 participants	 than	 we	 had	
expected.	Given	the	total	of	1147	recorded	arrests	and	the	estimates	provided	by	officials,	we	
were	confident	of	being	able	to	interview	at	least	20	women	incarcerated	after	convictions	for	
filicide.	 Information	 from	 prison	 headquarters	 was	 that	 there	 were	 nine	 prisons	 and	 two	
hospitals	 in	Malaysia	where	we	would	 find	 37	women	 in	 the	 prisons	 and	 two	women	 in	 the	





The	procedure	of	 conducting	 research	 in	prisons	and	 forensic	psychiatric	hospitals	presented	
further	 challenges.	 Once	 the	 environment,	 rules	 and	 regulations	 of	 each	 institution	 were	
understood	and	good	relations	had	been	established	with	a	person	at	each	level	of	the	hierarchy	
who	could	facilitate	access,	practical	matters	had	to	be	managed.	Visits	to	prisons	and	hospitals	
all	 over	peninsular	Malaysia	did	not	 always	 result	 in	 appointments	 being	kept.	 Tight	 security	
meant	pat‐down	searches	before	entry	to	each	prison	and	repeated	scrupulous	checking	of	all	





all	 times;	 the	 planned	 confidential	 interview	 had	 therefore	 to	 be	 conducted	 in	whispers	 as	 a	
warder	stood	just	outside	the	open	door.	In	the	locked	forensic	psychiatric	wards,	patients	lived	





Finally,	 in	common	with	other	 low‐	and	middle‐income	countries,	 lack	of	resources	 is	a	major	
barrier	in	Malaysia.	There	is	a	serious	shortage	of	financial	and	human	resources	in	the	various	
health	 professions	 responsible	 for	 the	 prevention	 and	 management	 of	 filicide,	 in	 particular	






research	are	even	more	seriously	 affected.	According	 to	 the	Global	Forum	of	Health	Research	
(2000),	only	about	10	per	cent	of	global	spending	on	research	has	been	used	to	understand	the	
needs	of	the	poorest	90	per	cent	of	the	world’s	population.	Lack	of	human	resources	in	this	area	








Although	 researching	 filicide	 is	 difficult,	 research	 conditions	 are	 not	 ideal,	 and	 it	may	 not	 be	
possible	to	achieve	best‐practice	samples	and	data,	these	are	not	reasons	to	avoid	it.	Vulnerable	
people	from	marginalised	groups	who	have	no	other	means	of	being	heard,	especially	when	there	




required	perseverance;	 adaptability;	 openness	 to	acquiring	new	knowledge	 and	 skills;	 careful	
attention	to	 the	details	of	rigorous	research;	willingness	to	engage	 in	reflection	about	culture,	
religion,	nationality	and	personal	sensitivities;	and	committed	collaboration.	It	has	produced	an	











of	Public	Health	 and	Preventive	Medicine,	 553	 St	Kilda	Road,	Melbourne	VIC	3004,	Australia.	
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